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THE WESTERN STAIES SFALL SCHOOLS PROJECT

The Western States Small Schools Project; partly financed
b a grant from the Ford Foundation, is designed to help the
state education agencies in Colorado, Arizona, Nevada, New
Mexico, and Utah in their efforts to improve instruction in
the necessarily existent small schools. The Project began
January, 1961 and will end August, 1965. Policy Board of
the Project is composed of rhe chief state school officers
of the cooperating states, Ralph G. Bohrson, Coordinator
of the WSSSP, is headquartered in Denver, at the Colorado
State Department of Education.

The Colorado portion of the Project, involving more than
two hundred teachers and administrators in approximately
thirty schools has been working in the following arcas:

== Ungraded or Continuous Progress Programs

-= Use of Self-Instructional Materials

== Teacher Education and In-Service Programs

-~ Institutes for Rural School Board Members

For additional informaticn concerning the Colorado WSSSP,
contact:

Paul M. Nachtigal, Director

Colorado Western States Small Schools Project
State Department of Education

Denver, Colorade 80203
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A PLAN FOR INDIVIDUALIZING INSTRUCTION FOR THE SENJOR GOVEBRNMENT
CLASS THROUGH THE USE OF THE PROBLEM SOLVING UNIT

I, PERTINENT INFORMATION

This project was carried out at Silvértgn High School, Silverton is
an Lsolated towyn high in the San Juan Mountains of Colorade. This class met
in the school library which measured éhifty—six feet by forty-two feet and
with the class enrollment of participating students of eight to ten involved
in the project, The library was selected for this project, because most of
the work could be in research, and also for access to large tables located
in this room., These large working areas are more ideal for group discussions
and other group aectivities,

The writer had felt Eraﬁ the Eegiﬁﬁing, that this project should continue
for several years, This scheme should be divided into one yecar phases with
the emphasis each yeér on reviewing, evaluating as to the strengths and

weaknesses, and improving on the preceding year's work.

II. REASONS FOR PROJECT

The writer has no formal data as to student needs that stimulated the
pursuit of this methed of {mstruction, However, there is a knowledge of
student needs as a result of teaching experience in the field. The traditionmal
method of teaching and grading are inadeqnate in a heterogeneous class as far
as ability is concerned, A teacher should make all effort to reach each
individual on their particular level or ability. The writer feels that this
vethod of teaching will meet individual needs more cffectively than the
traditional method,

The cufriculum had little to do ﬁith deciding upon the use of this
activity, The writer feels that the "method'" of teaching itself is the primary

objective in this experimental project.




The students' attitudes and behaviors reflected and demonstrated a real
need for some form of change in the teaching procedure, These reasons just
stated stimulated the writer to look for a better method of teaching social
studies as a live and vital subject. Most students sit in their social
studies class and never see the rcason for its existence, nor do they learn
more than some unrelated facts, The writer feels that the method experimented
upon not only challenges the student, out it jives direction and meaning to
the course of study. It encourages critical thinking on the part of cach
pupil concerning the various phases of study as well as furnishes a variety
of working levels that will keep the individual workinmg in his or her ability
range,

A teacher in a small schocl must teach several different subjects and
in each class he faces a heterogencous group as far as ability is concerned.
The problem is to find some method of teaching that will QVEfcéma the
obstacles presented by such a group as well as give the students the opportunity
to work at their own speed and level, Im addition to this, the writer feels
that a device for encouraging critical thinking should replace teacher aud
textbook indoctrination, The slow and bright student can be challenged uore
effectively in a small school situation through the use of the method uncer
discussion in this paper. Another advantage to this type of procedure would
be a more economical and effective utilization of the teacher's time in

the classroom,

III. RELATED RESEARCH

The interest generated in this activity did not come from the findings
of those in the field of research, but rather from the needs that have been
explained in the preceding paragraphs., Another source of stimulation was a
course directed by Dr. Lynn Weldon ét Adams State College in Alamosa, Colorado,
on the problem solving method. The interest and effort of the writer in this

-7- ' .
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project has in no way been required or prompted, but, has been selely for the
personal satisfaction of dmproving the teaching method for a more effective

meansg of waking soelal studies something "'real' for each individual being

taught,
1v, PROCEDURE
1, Need, The writer's awareness of the inadequate method currently being

practiced by most social studies teachers became more acute with his deepening
years of experience, It became more apparent thaé for years the problem that
had been diagnosed as studeut inadequacy was simply, in truth, an insufficient
manner of presentation, The writer realized that he could not challenge
students on such diverse intellectual levels with a method that recognized

and directed its efforts toward only one plane of ability, The plane of
classroom instruction is usually decided by the teacher, and in most instances,
students both slow and bright are neglected and left to waste in such a
situation. Once thls was realized by the writer, the need was clear amd Lhe
problen plainly evident,

2., Gathering prelimit.ary data. The writer made use of several books

concerned with the problem solving appreach. A conference was held with
Bf;“i§gﬁuﬁéiﬁéﬁ; Aéams State College, on the development of this approach,
Discussions with others who had used this type of procedure supplied many
valuable ideas on the application of this method to the individualizatian of
instruction in the classroom., The writer then developed the units to be

studied,

3. Selection and use of materials., During this phase of procedure, the

writer had o throw open the complete files of the library to students. The
major emphasis was placed upon the selection of books, magazines, and news-
papers that had articles by noted authorities, who presented the facts about
thie subject under quastian. The majority of the material was'aetuallﬁ selected

:—’3!’
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by the pupils themselves., However, the teacher did review and sclect movies,
arrange [irsthand expericneces through guest speakexs, and took advantage of
community resources when they satisfied the eriteria for this course, All
materials had to show a relationship to the problem as well as to fulfill the
other c¢ritevia of rescarch, The teacher was able bo review all materials to

insure their value and effectivencss in meeting these requirements.

A Planning and conducting class activities. The tescher introduced the

units in several ways. These mcthods included preseatation of a film or
filmstrip, use of o guest speaker with some relationship to the problem, and
by class discussion,

After each unit had been initiated, they were divided into three phases,
These vere as follows: (1) a period of investigatilon for each individual
student in which he or she made their own discoveries; (2) a timé of group
congultation or discussion and various class activities; and (3) the deter-
mination of a solution and an evaluation of these hypotheses,

The period of student investigation of the problem dealt with the data
and opinions given either by authority or fact. This was accomplished
through the reading of books, magazines, and reports. Special émphasis was
given to the understanding of the 'What' and 'Where' of finding authoritative
sources, In pursuing this problem, the following things were done: individual
investigation, group studies, individual projects, and class discussions.
Each person was encouraged to work on his own level and speed. If success
was to be felt by every individual, as well as the imstructor, this phase
had to be conducted on different levels to insure a fecling of accomplishment
by everyome, The wide range of individual differemces made it necessary for
this project to provide a successful study on every possible level,

Audio-visual aids were used to aid the students in their formation of
a hypothesis. The following aids were used for this purpose: pictures;

o !
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movies; [ilmstrips; and some tape recordings, made by people related in

the field of study, as a stimulant for discussions in the classroom. Theso

aids were also important in developing student understanding of the subject.

Each student was given an individual project to work on that could assist the
class in their cowprehension and deeper realization of the full meaning of

the topic under investigation. Some of these projects are included in the
following enumeration: bulletin board, collecting newspaper articles, col-
lecting cartoons, drawing maps, drawing diagrams, writing brief biographies

of famous men, and keeping up-to-date bibliographies. The pupils were allowed

to select the individual project that they wanted or werc interested in the most.

The second period of time was used for the group to discuss the data found
in the previous investigation and for the formation of some basic conclusions
in their search for the final accepted solution. This was carried out through
the use of round table discussions, panel discussions and debates. Trips
were made at this time to areas that would benefit the students, For example,
a trip to the county court house was made for the purpose of £alding a mock
trial during the study of the Judicial System, Also, group activities other
than those already mentioned were carried out in the second phase of the unit
organization and execution. A mock meeting of Congress was held . nd the
actual passing of several bills was demonstrated in one such activity.

In the third period of time, the students were given class time to
present, prove, and defend his or her hypothesis to the class. A general
discussion was held and criticism was given by the group on each idea presented,
These ideas were presented formally by individuals and the group as well. The
class made decisions as to possible final solutions through this period of
discussion and determined, to their best ability, the best possible solution
which was accepted by the class as a whole.

o |
5. Irying new methods.and techniques. An evaluation of the methods and

techniques used in éaﬁh’uﬁigiwas made by the teacher after each unit was completed,

O
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New and old ideas were used and combined together to find the beat method for
accomplishing the criteria of the unit. During the first part of any given
single topic, a very simple procedure was followed which invelved the use of
the steps in the problem solving method. The teacher's position in the early
stages of study was as a counselor or advisor to each pupil as assistance
was indicated and needed, In the latter part of the unit, teacher-student
conferences vere held in which the individusl discussed his currvent problems
with respect to his particular phase of the unit, Individual guidance was
continued by the teacher at this point. Any correlation to present day
problems was brought out to strengthen a better understanding of our government.
In the last three units a great deal of time was given to activities that
jnvolved the students in areas related to the major problem. Such activities
as individual projects, mock trials, study groups as well as debates were
used to experiment in new areas, The students were asked, in the earlier
phase cffthis project, to present a formal paper giving a statement of their
Eyp@thésis.éf hypotheses and the data that supported this conclusion or
conclusions. In the latter units, the students were asked to write Lheir
data on note cards as they made their investigation and to organize these
cards for examination by the teacher at the completion of the study. The in-
structor felt that this techmique brought about better organization and
caused more critical thinking on the part of the class as a vhole.

6.

1o

valuating results. The criteria for evaluation of each unit was

established with a number of things under comsideration, Tﬁe most prominent
SEIEEESE was the acceptance of the rule, or standard, for making judgment.

This was determined through democratic procedures by the class. The
establishment of a eriteria to sound out the hypothetical problem solution must
be met and agreed upon by both the students and the teacher. Once this agree-

ment has been set, there should be no conflict with it. Standards should

also be set and observed by the community. Since these standards have been

Q ' 6- 9
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by the community, and accepted by the local school board, it is the responsibility
of the teacher to see that they are upheld in the classroom,

The criteria for units involved the use of authority or authorities to
substantiate the hypothetical problem solutions. The use of logic was nccessary.
A better understanding of the problem had to be gained by a study of the data
and facts involved, The following six points were used for evaluating the
students: (1) Does this conflict with known facts? (2) Is this a logilcal
solution? (3) Does this answer completely satisfy the student's curiosity
concerning the problem? (4) Has this solution stimulated the student to
think? (5) Has the student gathered information to the best af his ability?
and (6) Does the student have a satisfactory attitude in the class?

The writer, in the evaluation of this project, considered four specific
areas to ald in the compilation of his data. Those were: (1) criteria for
grading, (2) and evaluative questiounnaire, (3) personal observation, and
(4) an open questionnaire, Personal observation and criteria f§r grading
gave the writer hié own opinion while the questionnaires weré(designad to
refle;t and to feﬁeal the opinions for the students as to the strengths and
the vealknesses of the project.

Before the proper evaluation of this project can be determiﬁed, pertinent
problem factors and side issues involved should be considered, The most
outstanding of these was the isolation factor of the experimental group,

The town of Silverton is high in the San Juan Mountains which lends an atmosphetre
of separation from the rest of the world. Many of the students had not

traveled more than fifty to a hundred miles away from this community in their
entire life, As a direct result of this factor, the limited experiences of

the pupils and the timited community resources in this situation had a great

deal of bearing upom the value and effectiveness afvthis’Eerrimenti The

third factor was finding sufficient material for the study, which was especially
difficult in a small high school. Another thing to be comsidered was the ‘
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involvement of the students' nceds, intercsts, and concerns when they are on
such dlverse intellectual and reading levels. The use of ability grouping
would have made this project wmuch easier, but in a small school the teacher
must deal with thils type of ¢lassroom,

In the evaluation of the writer, he found several strengths and some
weaknésses in this program. In his estimation, the strong points far out-
weighted the weaknesses. These strong points are as follows: (1) the
students did some critical thinking on the problems given; (2) a great interest
and desire to participate im the problem was noted by the writer as well as
the effective way in which they worked; (3) the students had a much better
understanding of the areas studied and a greater interest in these areas;

(4) each student was able to work at his own speed and 1ével which facilitated
greater accomplishments or results; (5) good procedures in the making of
clusions were developed; and (6) the last and most important strength was

the ability to challenge both the slow and the bright student in the same
class and on the same unit of study.

There were four weaknesses as seen by the author of this project. They
were: (1) the difficulty of the slow student to understand and to do the
problam solving method, (2) the class did not cover as muck of the subject
as the teacher would have Likedgdgut the study did go deeper in the areas
studiad; (3) the teacher did find it much harder to keep all students working
when using the individual approach to class time; and (4) the teacher found
it difficult to have sufficient materials for the students to study. One
method of overcoming some of the weaknesses just mentioned would be to cut
down on the units or rather have less involved units of study. Perhaps, the
units used in this project were too broad and needed simplification. This
would keep more interest and allow for time more consistent with the materials
available, 11

-8-



VI. THE IMPROVEMENT RESULTING FROM TS ACTIVITY

bas ically, the lmprovements expected in the writer's earlier proposal
wvere upheld. However, there were sowe areas in which the actual rTesults
fell short of the teacher's expectations and desires, These will be discussaed
in the following paragraphs with respect to these groups: the students, the
teachers, the school, and the community,

1. lmprovements for student., The cstudents showed a nwre satisfying under-

stand ing of the Subjecg as a result of the objective test. All of the
students in the class did well on the test with the exception of two slow
students. These tests (for each unit) were arranged in such a manner that
a student would take a position in the solution of the problem, making all
answers to the tests directly related to the position taken, These tests did
show that the students had not only learned facts, but had done some critical
thinking of their own on the subject, After each test was given and graded,
the class was allowed to discuss any question within that test. The pupils
could discuss any question they had missed and if they had good sound reasoning
for their answer to a particular question, it would be marked correct. This
was done as a measuring device for the teacher to determine the amount of
critical thinking done on the part of the students.

It did reveal that théxslgw students had not done much analyzing of
facts. However, the teacher felt with more experience in the preparation of
such a test, as well as in teaching this particular metchod, this problem could
be overcone, |

Actual anecdotal records vere not kept by the writer, but many incidents
that occurred during this experiment are xemembered. It was learnmed, in
talking with the two brightest students, that both had grasped an understanding
of the method of study as well as gained in insight into the subject being

investigated. From conversations, the writer felt that the puplils éppteciated

-9-
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the ppportunity to work it thelr own zace, since che most asdvanced student
in the class vas killed, it is hard to make g fingl ewaluation as to the

of foc £lveness of this study onm bright EEﬂdEntﬂ.; Only one other student could
be placed within this group, Therefore, the conclusions of the teacher are
ba sed up;n his resules. Both his ptogress and interest dn the subjects in-
dicited that this was a good oethod for thig tjpe of student.

Four indlividuals composed the "above average grouwp" im this project.
Their scores on intel ligence and achievemerxt tests shoved little variation.
The comparison of the previous year with the zesules of this year's experi-
nexita® project indicates the succest of i;hg pxob lem solvdng plan of teachimg,
AlX of these students showed more intetest and did nore work tham the former
year bad disclosed. One imdividual who could draw did an cutstanding job in
malzing carcoons that mot Qﬁly displayed Bis ability, but his clear insight
into che subject with its up-to-date implications, Omother occasions, other
nember:s of this group did outstarding woxk {n other pluses of endeavor.

The third group was classed as "below ayerage. " They vere interested in
the susbjects under investigation, but seemed £o find the problem solying
nehod very difficule. HNowever, they revealed a great deal of progress toward
understanding this method at virfous stages in thig project. MNuch of the
teachest's time was spent in helping these foyr pupi ls solve their individual
probtlens . The author feels thot possibly the prablem solving method should
tot be used with either this growp or the slow group. However, it should be
said, that this uwethod was new tor both the teacher and the students as well.
Pertaps more experitnce with this type of plan would e liminate this factor,
and cavse better resylts (n the inddviduals ™ rosponse.

The slow students could not cffectively tackle a problem vith this method .
Howevet, they did display an interest throughout the wlole wear, vhereas in

the pr<vious year the teacher found it difficult and alvost impossible to
mainta in thelr interest with the traditional mothod of teaching, It 1
KLOE
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felt, that if a studint's iotexest fs aroused and sustained, disregarding his
or her ability , chen -omething has certafnly been gained from the experience,
The questiomaire disgclossed the germine pleasure or satisfaction of these two
students with the course as well ss the method being used,

Defini te changes were roced In the students of this class as a result
of this mey nethod of classzoon procedure, Without exception, they displayed
more interest, a greater desire for learping, a greater willingmess to accept
responsibllity , and a remarkable change iz their attitude ﬁawafd the course of
goveromerst, Omnly two dn the class did net accept responsibllity, but the
writer fect]s thac thais was due to thee matwral make-up of the individuals, It
should be noted rhat a regulir amwumt of work was accompdished and produced
In this £ype of ¢ lassroom thin in amy oth«er course the teacher had ever taught.
The class yorked indiyidually and mosst of their learning was done by gaining
self-understinding. §ix membexs Jidl very well, while the rest of the class

had to have 1 great deal of help [rom the teacher,

2, Luproverents for teachers. ‘The: effeét on the teaching practices as a
result of this experiment was very evidemt, This teachexr used the problem
solving unit or pethod lm his other classes, This materialized into assign-
ments from which individualirzed study wig sccomplished successfully on the
high school lewel . In these assignments khe students would investigate some
topic such as the aduinistration of 4 president, and then write and c’lism?s
orally the¢ strengths anl wealkneszes of his gdministr&tian, It has also in- "
fluenced the ust of 4 more indivicua liztd type of classroom vork, where a. ‘
greater emphisis was pliced vpon eritietl thinking., These new methods weré
used in World Higgory as well as Anexricon listory,

The ateitwde of thls teackwer as é result of this project has not changed
to a great extent. Turhaps, tiels wa:w due to the writer's felt neced for
this type of teiching on the high school Rwwvel for some time, There was and
is a great meed for som¢ method of challomging the pupil om an individual level,
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The important thing to this teachex, is the realization of how well this
nethod has dome with the experimental group, It has been felt, that it would be
impossible ko challenge a group of students on such diverse intellectual and
achievement levels. A a result of this experiment, the writer feels confident
that it can be accomplished.

There was a great deal of interest im the activities sponsored by this
project by both faculty members and parents, Many discussions wexe held in
vhich the other teachers showed an interest in the advantages of this type of
wethod. However, no actual change in teaching methods were uoted that directly
résulted from.the Lofluencé 6f this project,

3. Improvements for school and community. Thexe were no changes in school

operations as a result of this project, except in association with the project
itself, However, there was very strong interest in the community about the
project. Much of this was stimulated for tvwo reasons. One, the community was
involved in the project through discussioms with the writer and as xesource
visitors for the project, Second, whenever possible, people were invited to
participate fron the community. For example, when studying political

parties, people from the Democratic Party and the Republican Party were asked
to explain and discuss the party priuciples as well as other characteristics
distinguishing them apart from each other. A student who had been studying

in Germany as an exchange student in the field of political science discussed

the political parties in that country as compared to ouxs.

SRRSO

V, RECOMMENDATIONS

The writer feels that moxe woxlk in this area Shﬂulﬂ'gé done before an
adequate evaluation of the value of this method can be reached., It 1s felt
that several years of using this method will refine and improve the procedure.
The writer feels that by building up some files with appropriate props, on
the different topies to be used in this type of study will make presemtations
more effective,

«12-
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If other teachers are interested in using this method in their classes,
it is important that several things be taken into consideration. First, an
evaluation of the studsnts' abilities and achievements should be keenmly observed,
Second, it would be expedie.: to make decisions as to the amount of material to
be covered in regard to the resources that are available to the class, This
is indeed important in the smaller high schools where library facilities are net
equipped for such extensive study. Lending libraries can and should be called
upon to insure receiving enough material for the study when it is needed.
" Third, the units should be developed that would be conmsistent with the needs
that arise from the first two points just discussed, Tourth, it would be most
important to make an annotated bibliography of the references used in each
investigation, as well as other resources to be consulted, before starting
this type of class. Fifﬁh, a criteria for grading should be developed based
upon the ability, achievement, desire, interest, and initiative of each
student, The writer feels that should be done on a persomal basis to insure
the best possible development of the student as a whole. Sixth, in each
unit study, time should be set aside for individualized study, group
distussiané, and individual as well as group decisions. These sessions will
guide the students in their search for a solution and will help them do some
critical thinking upon the subject being investigated. Seventh, the topics
should take into consideration the needs, interests, and desires of the
students as well as the locality of the school. This is especially true if the
teacher is to gain the full attention of the students effort and work. If
these recommendations are followed, the writer has no doubt Ehét a class can
successfully be challenged to perform to their maximum ability. The need for

such a procedure that gives meaning to a course of study is long overdue.
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